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ABSTRACT 
 
 Since the passing of Title IX in the United States in 1972, young women and girls 
who have desired to participate in athletics have had significantly greater opportunities to 
do so than before the advent of the federal law. As a result, such opportunities in athletics 
have allowed women to develop certain skills through their sports participation that have 
propelled them to achieve successes in the professional careers that have followed their 
playing days. Because of the increased number of women who have participated in 
athletics—both in their youth years and as college students—since Title IX’s passing, it is 
important to research the impact of athletics on the professional careers of former 
collegiate women student-athletes who are currently in senior-level positions within the 
workplace. This research involving former collegiate women student-athletes allows for 
an analysis of their understanding of the impact of their athletic experiences on their 
professional successes. This research has implications in career research, gender research, 
as well as in the wide-ranging realm of athletics. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 Given the substantial number of women who have participated in athletics since 
Title IX’s inception, it is practical to examine how former collegiate women student-
athletes, who have advanced to senior-level positions within their careers, understand the 
impact of athletics on their successes in the workplace. The positive impact of sports 
participation on the lives of young women and girls is undeniable. Research shows that 
the benefits of female sports participation include lower rates of teenage pregnancy, 
higher marks in school, and increased levels of self-esteem, among several others 
(Parker-Pope, 2010). These benefits that young women and girls gain through their 
involvement in sports as adolescents oftentimes carry over into their adult lives.  
 According to an article in Fortune Magazine, 74 percent of women in executive 
roles believe that a woman’s past sports participation can help promote leadership and 
career possibilities for her (Gentile, 2016). Similarly, Medical Daily reports that out of 
400 women executives surveyed, 52 percent of them played sports in college, while 94 
percent of them participated in athletics at some point during their adolescence (Scutti, 
2014). To boot, research from the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania 
indicates that by increasing girls’ sports participation, their education and employment 
possibilities are positively impacted (Parker-Pope, 2010). In fact, the Wharton School’s 
research finds that Title IX’s passing, and the ensuing changes it brought about, 
“explain[s] about 20 percent of the increase in women’s education and about 40 percent 
of the rise in employment for 25-to-34-year-old women” (Parker-Pope, 2010). “It’s not 
just that the people who are going to do well in life play sports,” Wharton School 
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economist Betsey Stevenson said, “but that sports help people do better in life” (Parker-
Pope, 2010). 
Legislative Background and Historical Changes 
 Stevenson (2010) contends that Title IX’s passing has had a great deal to do with 
the workplace successes of women professionals who were formerly youth and collegiate 
student-athletes. Title IX, however, was not the first influential piece of sex-based 
discrimination legislation to exist in the United States and impact women at large. Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which was a wide-ranging piece of legislation that 
included regulations related to workplace bias against female employees by their male 
employers, made it “unlawful for an employer to discriminate against any 
individual…with respect to…compensation, terms, conditions…of employment [or to 
adversely] limit, segregate, or classify his employees…because of…sex” (Akerlof & 
Kranton, 2010). Title IX, however, was fundamentally different from the aforementioned 
law, as it centered on equity in education.  
 Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 1972 states: “No person in the United 
States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits 
of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving 
federal financial assistance” (Zimbalist, 2011). Along with athletic participation and 
educational opportunities for young women and girls, the law also encompasses the 
following issues: 
 Equity in facilities, equity in marketing and promotional resources, pay equity for 
 coaches, equity in financial aid, retaliation against employees or students who 
 speak out against discrimination, sexual harassment of female students and 
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 employees, and equity in travel and accommodations (Zimbalist, 2011). 
Ultimately, the goal of Title IX, Zimbalist (2011) suggests, is “to promote equal 
opportunity for women,” especially as it pertains to the representation and access that is 
afforded to them in both the educational and athletic realms.   
 Zimbalist (2011) adds that the changes brought about by the passing of Title IX 
were notable, especially given the negligible participation of young women and girls in 
sports before the start of the women’s movement in the United States in the 1960s. The 
main reason for the dearth of female participation in athletics before Title IX’s passing, 
Zimbalist continues, was due to the ideologies of the times, which “asserted that playing 
competitive sports was incompatible with women’s reproductive roles” (Zimbalist, 
2011). Another reason for the lack of female sports participation in those times was 
because “women who played competitive sports risked being masculinized,” and as a 
result, characterized as “homosexuals” (Zimbalist, 2011). Due to prevailing stereotypes, 
certain women’s leagues during the mid-twentieth century, “including the Amateur 
Athletic Union, the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League, and the Ladies 
Professional Golf Association,” made it a point to emphasize their players’ 
heteronormative femininity by promoting their marriages and traditional dating 
relationships (Zimbalist, 2011). This type of femininity that was once required of women 
athletes was demonstrated in Penny Marshall’s 1992 comedy-drama, A League of Their 
Own, which depicted the experiences of female professional baseball players in America 
during World War II. 
 Stevenson (2010), who analyzed boys’ sports participation before Title IX to 
highlight the subsequent changes that took place in girls’ sports participation, noted that 
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Title IX’s impact on young women and girls in athletics was felt soon after the law’s 
passing. For instance, the proportion of female high school students participating in 
athletics rose from 1 in 27 young women in 1972 to 1 in 4 by 1978 (Stevenson, 2010). At 
the collegiate level, however, women athletes still encountered limitations in the wake of 
Title IX’s passing. For instance, “the NCAA’s policy still banned women from its 
championships” throughout the 1970s, and remained solely a men’s organization 
(Zimbalist, 2011). At that point in time, the National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) even went as far as “lobbying in Congress and then fighting in the courts to clip 
the wings of women’s college sports,” as the influx in women’s sports participation was 
initially seen “as a threat to its domain” (Zimbalist, 2011). Thus, instead of competing in 
the NCAA, collegiate women student-athletes participated in the Association for 
Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW) for nearly a decade after Title IX’s passing, 
which was an organization that focused less on women winning championships and more 
on “the social and psychological value of athletic participation to women” (Zimbalist, 
2011). Despite fighting in court for several years to keep women out of the NCAA, the 
organization eventually submitted to the growth of women’s athletics and popularity 
throughout the 1970s, and “took over the administration of women’s sports from the 
AIAW” in 1982 (Zimbalist, 2011).  
Demonstrated Benefits of Female Participation in Sports 
 The aforementioned growth of women’s athletics during the first decade after 
Title IX’s passing, along with the access to education that was thereafter provided to 
women, inadvertently began to create a trickle-down effect for them as they entered into 
the workforce following college graduation. Subsequently, Stevenson (2010) adds, the 
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impact of Title IX was reflected directly in the wages women earned after college. In 
fact, Stevenson (2010) says that the increase in women’s wages in the American 
workforce has been as significant as that of men’s wages in the United States since the 
1970s. The main reason for this, Hegewisch, Liepmann, Hayes, and Hartmann (2010) 
claim, is that “occupations became increasingly integrated in the 1970s and 1980s” 
following Title IX’s enactment, “as women began entering careers that required four-year 
degrees—and sometimes even more schooling—and were traditionally male-dominated.” 
These careers include the fields of medicine, law, engineering, and higher education, 
among several others, which were previously overwhelmingly dominated by men. 
 But these types of opportunities were not always readily available to American 
women. Before Title IX’s passing, occupational segregation between men and women 
was even more extreme than it is today in the United States (Maume, 1999). According to 
Maume (1999), women historically had their “promotion chances and career mobility” 
negatively impacted, as “separate and unequal ladders of opportunity” often faced them 
with “dead-end jobs that depress[ed] career earnings.” Maume (1999) adds: “By 
segregating women into specific occupations with short job ladders, white men [were] 
free to compete among themselves for higher-paying jobs that offer[ed] better career 
opportunities.” However, that all began to change in the wake of Title IX, thanks to the 
new opportunities that were offered to women, and the skills they subsequently learned 
from their access to education and athletics. Such skills, Stevenson (2010) articulates, 
include communication, collaboration, competitiveness, assertiveness, and discipline. By 
fostering these skills through athletics participation, young women could not only 
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develop more self-esteem in the process, but they could also become better equipped to 
navigate and succeed in careers that were typically male-dominated.  
 The educational piece of Title IX’s legislation should not be understated, as it 
opened up a substantial number of doors for women to attain a college education and earn 
degrees in fields outside of the few traditionally female fields of education and nursing. 
Rose (2015) discusses that the implementation of Title IX as a federal law in the United 
States set the stage for women to outpace men in earning bachelor’s degrees, which has 
occurred since 1981 in America. Rose (2015), who garnered her findings through a 
historical analysis of Title IX, also states that 27 percent of both young adult women and 
men earned bachelor’s degrees in 1994, compared to only 18 percent of young adult 
women and 26 percent of young adult men in 1971. These improved statistics exist due to 
the fact that Title IX made it illegal to discriminate based on sex during the college 
admissions process (Rose, 2015). Title IX also prohibited gender quotas in higher 
education and prevented women from being excluded from public colleges and 
universities (Rose, 2015). Fast forward more than 40 years, and women now make up 
well over half of the total student body population at America’s colleges and universities, 
according to Rose (2015). Thus, due to Title IX’s impact on the educational opportunities 
afforded to young women, combined with its influence on their participation in sports, 
and the law has inadvertently enabled an entire generation of women to advance to 
senior-level positions in the workplace, and subsequently, achieve great successes in their 
careers following college. 
 Furthermore, the participation of women in athletics has been shown to increase 
their self-compassion in life’s moments of difficulty and hardship, which has been 
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revealed to produce benefits for them, both in their sports participation as young women 
and in their careers as adults. Killham, Mosewich, Mack, Gunnell, and Ferguson (2018), 
who performed a quantitative study involving 82 young women athletes from various 
sports, found that the subjects in their study, who had learned self-compassion—which 
involves an expression of kindness and love toward oneself—through their participation 
in athletics, were more likely to work toward improving themselves in their lives away 
from sports. Since various aspects of competitive sports can not only be physically 
grueling for their participants, but also mentally enervating, the possession of self-
compassion is a vital part of surviving the collegiate-athletics experience. The pressure 
for perfection within one’s performance in sports, especially at the collegiate level, can 
often negatively impact one’s mental health. By possessing self-compassion, however, 
student-athletes are able to combat the ever-present pressures that are inherently present 
within the athletic experience at the highest levels of competition. Thus, these student-
athletes are able to learn how to compartmentalize their athletic performances and their 
personal identities, which, in turn, establishes certain life skills that will benefit them in 
their future pursuits. The learning of these skills has even driven several former women 
student-athletes into coaching, so that these types of life lessons can get passed down 
from one generation of women to another (Welch & Sigelman, 2007).  
 Therefore, sports have the potential to promote and pass on positive psychological 
standards to young women, which include the utilization of self-compassion, especially 
when difficult situations emerge within the competitive sphere (Killham et al., 2018). By 
learning such coping skills in trying situations within athletics, young women are able to 
grasp how to be kind to both themselves and others in the midst of onerous and pressure-
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filled circumstances (Killham et al., 2018). Also, by dealing with and often succeeding 
through difficult situations, student-athletes build a level of confidence that is 
transferrable beyond the athletic realm. These skills directly translate to the workplace, 
regardless of one’s profession, as they set young women student-athletes up to become 
adult professionals who are well-versed in adjusting and learning from their mistakes 
without self-sabotaging and negatively impacting others on the way to achieving their 
goals (Killham et al., 2018). Because sports often mirror life in terms of the ebbs and 
flows that are inevitably involved with them, an understanding of self-compassion and 
healthy coping skills is critical for a student-athlete’s development into a productive and 
fully-functioning member of society in one’s life post-athletics. 
 While the skills young women and girls learn through sports can directly impact 
their later successes in the workplace, a large part of their overall development relates to 
the parental support they receive during their participation in youth athletics. By 
analyzing the behaviors of a group of parents of daughters who competed in youth sports, 
Pynn, Dunn, and Holt (2018) demonstrate the significance of a parent’s self-awareness of 
his or her own conduct, as well as the daughter’s awareness of and feelings about such 
behaviors. Their qualitative study, which involves data from both coaches of and parents 
surrounding girls’ sports teams, shows how positive parental actions concerning sports 
can ultimately cultivate healthy and supportive relationships between a parent and his or 
her daughter, while also allowing for the daughter to display autonomy, as a result of not 
feeling controlled by her parent (Pynn et al., 2018). Subsequently, parents who display 
autonomy-supportive behaviors do not put nearly as much pressure on their children to 
perform in their respective sports as parents who do not demonstrate such behaviors 
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(Pynn et al., 2018). As a result, autonomy-supportive parents are better able to understand 
how their children are feeling while they are competing in athletics, and subsequently, 
establish productive discourse with them that enables their growth as both athletes and 
people (Pynn et al., 2018).  
 It should be noted, however, that in order for parents to demonstrate such 
autonomy-supportive behaviors, they must first be physically present in the lives of their 
daughters in a certain capacity. This type of physical presence by parents is typically 
dictated by a family’s class standing, which is often determined by their finances and 
familial circumstances. Therefore, the ability of parents to be present for their daughters 
during the pivotal developmental years of an athletic journey is a privilege that not 
everyone is afforded due to circumstances that are oftentimes related to class. Parents that 
do enjoy certain class-related privileges have significantly greater opportunities to 
establish strong foundations through sports for their daughters’ future adult lives than 
those who do not enjoy these same types of privileges. As a result, such a foundation can 
promote higher levels of self-esteem and competence within the daughters of more 
privileged parents, and thus, can give them the advantage of having the stage set for such 
attributes to carry over into their adult lives, long after their participation in athletics 
comes to an end. 
The Purpose of This Study 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how former collegiate women 
student-athletes, who are currently in senior-level positions within several different 
professional industries, understand the impact of their various athletic experiences on 
their career successes. Ultimately, the goal of this study was to attempt to shed light on 
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the importance of athletics in the lives and careers of women of various ages and 
experiences. The main research questions used for this study include the following: How 
do former collegiate women student-athletes understand the relationship between their 
current career successes and their previous experiences in athletics? To what extent do 
these former student-athletes, who are currently in senior-level positions within their 
careers, point to their experiences in athletics as being the driving factors for their 
professional successes? 
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METHOD 
Participants 
 This study was comprised of 12 women who were former collegiate student-
athletes, with six women being over the age of 40 and six women being under 40 years 
old. The average age for the women in this study in the over 40 group was 51.7 years old 
at the time that interviews were conducted, while the average age of participants in the 
under 40 group was 28.3 years old. Six of the 12 women interviewed for this study were 
former collegiate student-athletes at the Division I level—the highest level in the 
NCAA—while the other six women who participated in this study were former non–
Division I collegiate student-athletes. All of the women interviewed for this study 
identify as White. 
 Eight different collegiate sports, with a mixture of team-oriented and individual-
oriented sports, were represented in the interviews that were done for this study, which 
include softball, squash, soccer, swimming, basketball, volleyball, lacrosse, and tennis. 
Three of the women in this study were multi-sport non–Division I student-athletes, with 
two of the women competing as two-sport student-athletes and one woman competing as 
a three-sport student-athlete. There was one two-sport Division I student-athlete involved 
in this study. Nine of the women in this study participated in collegiate athletics for four 
years, while three of the women in this study competed collegiately for less than four 
years. All of the women in this study were collegiate student-athletes for at least two 
years. The academic institutions where the former student-athletes involved in this study 
competed as undergraduates include Yale University, Manhattan College, Villanova 
University, Wellesley College, Babson College, Stevens Institute of Technology, 
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Fordham University, Middlebury College, Cottey College, and Missouri Western State 
University. 
 These women currently occupy various senior-level positions within the fields of 
academia, business, college athletics, professional athletics, engineering, law, journalism, 
and medicine. Two women in this study work in academia—one as a college professor 
and one as a tenured high school STEM educator. Two women in this study work in the 
business field, as one is a senior audit associate and the other is a business development 
leader. Three women in this study work in collegiate athletics, with one serving as the 
director of intercollegiate athletics at a Division I institution, another serving as the 
director of student-athlete academic services at a different Division I institution, and 
another serving as the head softball coach at yet another Division I institution. One of the 
women who was interviewed for this study is the commissioner of an American 
professional sports league, one is a mechanical engineer, one is an attorney, one is a 
senior editor within the journalism field, and one is a physician.  
 The participants in this study were recruited through email and various social 
media networks, including LinkedIn and Twitter. The method of purposeful sampling 
was utilized in this study, and it also involved a typical strategy, in that all of its 
participants were former collegiate student-athletes. The participants in this study were 
not compensated for their participation in it. Confidentiality regarding the answers this 
study’s participants provided was maintained, as identifying information was not 
revealed at any point. The information the participants provided in the interviews they 
participated in was stored in a restricted-access folder on a password-protected laptop. An 
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informed consent document was provided to each participant by way of email before she 
agreed to participate in an interview for this study. 
Procedure 
 After recruiting 12 participants for this study and then providing them each with 
an informed consent document, the research was carried out through a series of phone 
interviews. The 12 interviews that were conducted with 12 different women were 
ultimately utilized for research within this study. The answers that the participants 
provided to the questions that were asked were captured via audio recordings, by way of 
an iPhone. 
 The interview guide included questions pertaining to the participants’ education, 
participation in college athletics, career trajectories, as well as the following: How do 
they understand the relationship between their career successes and former collegiate-
athletics experiences? Do they point to their experiences in college athletics as being the 
driving factors for their career successes? How can college sports participation set 
women up for future career successes? What is their understanding of Title IX’s impact 
on current and former women student-athletes? How do they believe the implementation 
of Title IX impacted their own athletic and career successes? 
 The interviews that took place for this study lasted roughly 30 minutes each. The 
audio from each interview was recorded. The questions that were asked, which are 
contained in this paper’s appendix, at the beginning of the interviews included 
information about the age of each participant, their position at work, and their past 
experiences in both athletics and the workplace. After this initial information was 
disseminated, questions relating to the potential connection between their career 
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successes and previous athletic experiences were asked, along with questions about Title 
IX. All of the recorded interview information was subsequently transcribed and coded 
using the in-vivo coding procedure. Open coding in grounded theory method was also 
used in this study. 
Findings 
 Through the process of conducting 12 interviews with former collegiate women 
student-athletes for this study, it became apparent that the interviewees overwhelmingly 
credited their collegiate-athletics experiences with driving the career successes they have 
enjoyed after college. In fact, all of the 12 women involved in this study understood the 
relationship between their career successes and previous collegiate-athletics experiences 
as being positively related. They all also believed that the implementation of Title IX as 
the law of the land in the United States undoubtedly impacted both their personal athletic 
successes in college and subsequent career successes. Seven of the former student-
athletes who were interviewed for this study described their knowledge of Title IX as 
strong, while three of the women interviewed described it as moderate, and two of them 
described it as basic. 
 Age differences emerged between the under-40 group and the over-40 group 
relating to Title IX, and had to do with the mindset the respective groups had about 
access and opportunities to play sports as young women and girls. Several of the former 
student-athletes in the under-40 group recalled growing up without ever feeling limited 
by their gender in terms of the athletic opportunities that were available to them. 
Conversely, several women within the over-40 interview group recalled the limitations 
they experienced as children, due to the fact that they were restricted to just a few options 
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for sports participation. The women in the over-40 group also tended to directly credit 
Title IX with the opportunities they had in athletics, and subsequently, in their careers 
after sports. These women said things such as, “Title IX 100% affected me,” “Without 
Title IX, I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to be involved in sports and get on teams,” 
“[Title IX] opened up doors that weren’t open for girls before to play multiple sports on 
multiple teams,” and “Title IX not only opened the door for me, but it helped me to open 
the door for others.” Contrarily, several of the women in the under-40 group did not 
specifically credit Title IX for their athletic opportunities, and thus, did not emphasize its 
influence on the career successes they have had since their participation in college 
athletics ended. These women made statements like, “I can’t imagine my college career 
without sports,” “I never felt like there were any barriers for me to be a woman athlete in 
college,” “We got the same level of recognition and access that men had,” and 
“Everything always felt fair between male and female sports growing up.” 
 Furthermore, while all of the former collegiate student-athletes interviewed felt 
that their experiences in athletics have mattered as they relate to their professional 
successes, seven of the 12 participants in this study pointed to their experiences in college 
athletics as being the driving factors for their career successes. Five of those seven 
women are former Division I student-athletes, one is a former Division III student-
athlete, and one is a former junior college student-athlete. Two of the 12 women who 
were interviewed—one former Division I student-athlete and one former Division III 
student-athlete—credited their experiences in college athletics for the career successes 
they have had after college, in addition to how they were raised by their parents as 
children. Three of the 12 women who were interviewed—two former Division III 
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student-athletes and one former junior college student-athlete—did not credit their 
experiences in college athletics or their respective upbringings as being the driving 
factors behind their career successes. Instead, those three women named their experiences 
as collegiate student-athletes as contributing to their career successes similarly to how 
their participation in other extra-curricular activities outside of athletics, as well as their 
respective lifelong interests relating to their current professions, have impacted their 
successes in the workplace.  
 A main reason why so many of these women believe that their athletics 
experiences continue to drive their career successes relates to the lessons they learned 
during their time spent as collegiate student-athletes. Several of the participants in this 
study stated that as a result of being in high-level athletic environments, they were 
exposed to multiple situations that forced them to operate outside of their comfort zones, 
challenge themselves both physically and mentally, and grow through the adversity they 
endured both on and off the fields and courts of play. Another reason for such positive 
associations between sports and careers for these women had to do with their shared 
desires to continue competing after their playing days ended, since that is the mindset 
they became accustomed to having as student-athletes. Because they no longer had a 
highly-competitive athletic outlet after college, through which they could channel their 
competitiveness, these women collectively experienced a carry-over effect into their 
professional careers. This effect, many of the study’s participants said, allowed them to 
demonstrate their competitive qualities in an alternative setting. Thus, the professional 
realm became an extension of the athletic realm for these former student-athletes, as it 
afforded them similar opportunities to compete with others around them on a daily basis.  
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 Moreover, the participants in this study all believe that sports participation teaches 
young women myriad lessons relating to toughness and resolve, especially as they 
prepare to enter into a workforce that is still largely dominated and controlled by men. 
Several of the women interviewed for this study specifically credit their sports 
participation as being the source of the confidence that has helped them to excel in their 
male-dominated careers. These women also overwhelmingly state that the qualities they 
gained from their respective collegiate-athletics experiences have helped them to not only 
deal with different types of people in the workplace in both productive and constructive 
manners, but also to become less hesitant to speak up in meetings, lead teams of 
coworkers, and negotiate their salaries. 
 Additionally, the major themes in this study were clearly identifiable, as the 
interviewees repeatedly mentioned confidence, competition, balance, toughness, the 
formation of gendered networks, and respect and recognition in their interviews. 
Regardless of the industries they work in—whether it be in academia, business, college 
athletics, professional athletics, engineering, law, journalism, or medicine—the common 
thread between the 12 women who were interviewed for this study relates to these 
themes, and how they greatly impacted their lives and careers for the better. This impact 
is mainly due to the various instances within their athletic experiences that forced them to 
grow and learn life lessons on the playing fields or courts they grew up on, along with 
their experiences in competitive and pressure-filled environments in sports from young 
ages. According to this study’s participants, these factors ultimately helped to set the 
stage for their now-professional selves to become extensions of their former-athletic 
selves.  
 19 
Confidence 
 Of all the themes mentioned in the interviews that were conducted, the most 
prevalent theme, by far, was confidence, as it pertained to the feeling that athletic 
participation provided the women subjects with, both inside and outside of the sports 
realm. Several of the women interviewed for this study discussed how sports 
participation, and the subsequent achievements they experienced in athletics, gave them 
the confidence they have needed to succeed in various aspects of their lives after 
collegiate competition. One interviewee, who is now a college professor, stated:  
 The confidence sports gives is huge. It gives you confidence as a person and 
 confidence that you are good at what you do and equal to anyone, regardless of 
 your gender. To me, that was a given when I was an athlete in college. That just 
 became the way I thought. So when I got out into the world and worked with men, 
 I believed I was, of course, equal to them. 
 Several of the other former collegiate student-athletes who were interviewed for 
this study also credited this type of confidence with propelling their successes in their 
male-dominated industries. One interviewee, who is now a senior audit associate, 
believes that the confidence she learned from collegiate athletics gives her a fierceness 
that has allowed her to keep up with the other high performers—particularly males—at 
work. About this, she stated: “Having played softball my entire life at such a high level, I 
was constantly developing a higher level of confidence and an assuredness of who I was 
as a person. You need that edge just to keep up with men at work.” Another interviewee, 
who is now an attorney, believes the confidence she gained from athletics came from the 
women she was surrounded by on her collegiate sports team. The confidence those 
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women provided her with and the example they set for her has allowed her to maintain 
her assertiveness in the workplace. “It’s empowering to be on a team with strong 
females,” the attorney stated. “Now, being in a career that is dominated by men, it has 
helped me to have the confidence I have needed to succeed at work.” 
 The confidence that the former collegiate student-athletes in this study learned 
from athletics has extended beyond their respective workplaces and into their personal 
lives. Another former collegiate student-athlete in this study, who is now a physician, 
believes that the confidence she garnered from her college sports participation, as well as 
her experiences on teams with other strong women, enabled her to continue to set goals 
for herself beyond collegiate competition. “Goal setting has helped me throughout my 
life,” the physician said. This particular interviewee also felt that the confidence that is 
required to not only set goals for herself, but also to accomplish them, both professionally 
and personally, comes directly from her experiences as a collegiate student-athlete. 
“Certainly for me as a physician, my experiences in athletics have helped me to have 
confidence that I couldn’t learn from a book,” the physician added. “I learned it from 
experience.”  
Competition 
 In a world that often expects women to remain passive and polite in all of the 
roles they play throughout their lives, competitiveness is not typically viewed as a 
becoming quality on anyone but men. As a result of society’s overwhelmingly negative 
views about competitive women—who are largely thought of as being catty, calculating, 
and/or dangerous to others among them—young women and girls outside of the athletic 
realm are often conditioned to shy away from developing competitiveness during their 
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youth years. But, for young women and girls who participate in sports during 
adolescence, the lessons of competition are often learned, honed, and, subsequently, 
carried over into their adult lives outside of athletics, regardless of the more feminine 
expectations that are placed on them in other environments they encounter. 
 For instance, the tenured high school STEM educator who was interviewed for 
this study believes that the sports participation of her youth and college years enabled her 
to compete and thrive both in her adult life and in her chosen career. Because of her 
numerous experiences in collegiate athletics, this STEM educator thinks the 
competitiveness she was able to develop and refine in her athletic life has allowed her to 
be able to compete in healthy and productive ways with both herself and others around 
her at work. What this type of competition looks like for her on a regular basis, she says, 
is her acute attention to continued growth and improvement as a STEM educator, as well 
as an unrelenting desire to learn more about her craft from those who also excel at it, both 
in her workplace and beyond it. She stated: “Sports set you up and give you the 
foundation you need to be competitive in life. They truly teach you how to compete in all 
ways.” 
Balance 
 Due to the amount of time that is required to simultaneously participate in college 
sports and manage academics, collegiate student-athletes are forced to balance their 
respective responsibilities in ways that other college students never have to. Regardless 
of the division one competes in or the sport one is involved with, collegiate student-
athletes have unique obligations and expectations to live up to. Not only do they have to 
maintain full course loads and high enough grade-point averages to remain eligible to 
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both stay in school and compete in athletics, but they also have to do so while managing 
their practice, training, and game schedules. Apart from academics and athletics, student-
athletes are still young adults as well, and thus, they also have the added burden of 
finding time for social interactions and activities outside of their day-to-day 
responsibilities.  
 As a result of the commitments and responsibilities collegiate student-athletes are 
faced with, they subsequently develop time management skills that other college students 
are not necessarily forced to learn. One interviewee, who is now the director of student-
athlete academic services at a Division I institution, stated that the skills involved in 
balancing life as a collegiate student-athlete carry over into the workplace after one’s 
college graduation. “Managing school and a sport is impressive,” she said. “It also gives 
you an understanding about balance and time management in your life after sports that 
you wouldn’t have without college athletics.” Another interviewee, who is now a 
mechanical engineer, said: “College athletics requires you to balance a lot of things. It’s 
also just physically hard. I think you have to balance and juggle a lot, and in doing that, 
you survive and often thrive.” 
Toughness 
 Another aspect of college athletics that prepares women student-athletes for life in 
the workplace and beyond it is the level of toughness that one often develops as a 
collegiate student-athlete. Because college sports can challenge one’s resolve in several 
ways, the level of toughness one must possess in order to participate at the collegiate 
level is usually greater than that of lower-level athletes and college students who are not 
athletes. For instance, during one’s experience as a collegiate student-athlete, it is likely 
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that one will encounter criticism from coaches, media members, and/or other outside 
voices. The senior editor within the journalism field who was interviewed for this study 
spoke to this reality, and said: “You develop toughness from the criticism you take from 
others. It is easier to let stuff role off you and just do it better the next time.” This skill is 
utilized in the workplace quite frequently, as it is common for managers and those in 
higher-up positions to offer criticisms and critiques to their employees. Instead of letting 
the words and opinions of others have an impact on a deeply-personal level, a former 
collegiate student-athlete is often equipped with the ability to take criticisms and critiques 
for what they are worth, and simply, attempt to do a better job the next time an 
opportunitiy arises to do so. 
 Along with the resolve that frequently develops within collegiate student-athletes 
as a result of the criticism they receive, college athletics also teach their participants how 
to push through several other challenges that come with the student-athlete experience. A 
number of those challenges are often faced during the early years of college, and can 
include adjusting to a new environment and encountering a more intense and competitive 
athletic setting, while also simultaneously learning how to be an adult woman. The 
commissioner of an American professional sports league who was interviewed for this 
study offered her perspective on this point, and said: “I think college is challenging no 
matter who you are. I used to tell people, I sat the bench freshman year of college after 
having my number retired in high school.” She added: 
 Even if you excel in college athletics, you are not going to go through your 
 playing career without challenges. That’s happening at the same time that you are 
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 becoming a woman. I think those things coinciding is really something that 
 formulates your backbone as you move through life. 
This type of adversity not only establishes a level of toughness within young women that 
propels them through their time as collegiate student-athletes, but it also enables them to 
pull from their collegiate-athletics experiences once they begin their respective 
professional careers. 
Gendered Networks 
 A large part of the financial investment involved in a student’s collegiate 
experience is the network of alumni and donors that an institution of higher education can 
offer. These types of networks are often utilized during a young professional’s search for 
internship and job opportunities, and can serve as the basis for the trajectory of one’s 
career. As strong as some college networks are for their students, however, certain 
networks involving athletics can be even more effective for those who call themselves 
either present or former collegiate student-athletes. Because collegiate student-athletes 
are in the minority of those who are professionals within the workplace, the networks that 
exist among them can feel more personal and distinctive than a collegiate institution’s 
alumni and/or donor networks alone. Regarding the undeniably positive aspects of these 
student-athlete networks, the Division I director of intercollegiate athletics who was 
interviewed for this study stated: “The network that college sports can provide is truly 
amazing and can be life-changing.” She added: “It introduces you to former student-
athletes who can help you in both career development and personal development.” 
 Additionally, the network that exists for women student-athletes at the collegiate 
level is even more exclusive than the aforementioned, as it involves a smaller number of 
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current and former student-athletes who had similarly unique college experiences. 
Though this gendered network may not currently be as robust as that of male collegiate 
student-athletes—simply due to the fact that there are far more former male student-
athletes in the workforce today because men’s college sports have existed for much 
longer than women’s—it is currently becoming stronger and stretching wider at this point 
in history than ever before. As a result of the exclusivity of this gendered network of 
women collegiate student-athletes, a connection often occurs between current and former 
women student-athletes that can result in reciprocal career opportunities, chances for 
professional development, and/or personal growth. About this, the attorney who was 
interviewed for this study said: “You often have a unique type of camaraderie with other 
women who were college athletes. It bonds you more than almost any other similarity 
you might share.” 
Respect and Recognition 
 As a collegiate student-athlete, there is a certain level of respect and recognition 
that one is often granted by peers and spectators alike. This type of regard oftentimes 
carries over into the lives of collegiate student-athletes after their college sports eligibility 
ends. In fact, former collegiate student-athletes are frequently able to relive their athletic 
acclaim when they inform those they go on to meet throughout their lives about their past 
participation in college sports. Regarding this form of respect and recognition that present 
and former collegiate student-athletes typically receive, the commissioner of an 
American professional sports league who was interviewed for this study said: “As a 
college athlete, you are accomplished and respected because you’ve even made it to that 
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point. Being talented enough to make it to that level of athletics is a huge feat in and of 
itself.” 
 While the above-mentioned esteem can have positive and lasting effects on both 
male and female student-athletes, the impact that it can have specifically on women is 
likely to be even greater than it is on men. In a world that does not always properly 
respect and recognize women, receiving this type of acknowledgment as a young woman 
student-athlete can go a long way in one’s life, both in collegiate sports and beyond them. 
In this regard, it oftentimes allows women to see their strengths as people, while also 
helping them to view themselves as leaders among both men and women. To this point, 
the commissioner of an American professional sports league who was interviewed for 
this study stated: 
 Among the folks who are respecting and recognizing you as a woman athlete are 
 men. That makes an impression in your fabric that sticks with you when you 
 come across people who just want to talk to you about your sport, since you’ve 
 been the person they have looked up to. 
Undoing Gender 
 The themes that appeared throughout this study concerning confidence, 
competition, balance, toughness, gendered networks, and respect and recognition are 
interrelated based on the fact that they all undo society’s stereotypical ideas about gender. 
According to an article by Deutsch (2007), “doing gender” properly means performing 
one’s sex category in such a way that aligns with societal norms, while “undoing gender” 
means disrupting conventional notions about belonging to one’s sex category. In her 
article, not only does Deutsch (2007) destabilize conventional notions about what being a 
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man or a woman means, but she also presents several circumstances that illustrate what it 
looks like to go against gender stererotypes, much like women playing high-level sports 
in college does. Ultimately, such behaviors that undo gender—like those that the women 
in this study exhibited as collegiate student-athletes and currently demonstrate with their 
respective successes as professionals in the workplace—erode limiting norms and stifling 
standards that exist today within our world’s patriarchal power structure.  
 All of the women who were interviewed for this study undid gender throughout 
their adolescent and college years based on the mere fact that they even competed in 
athletics. Though two out of five girls play sports today, it is still more common, and also 
more accepted within society at large, for boys to participate in athletics, especially at 
high levels in college and beyond it (Olmstead, 2016). But, for the changes that have 
taken place and allowed young women and girls to undo the expectations of their gender 
and play organized sports throughout their lives, Title IX is responsible. As it pertains to 
this study, the six women who were interviewed and are under 40 years of age are a part 
of a generation of women that has reaped the benefits of Title IX’s passing and been able 
to compete athletically at elite levels beyond their youth years. These women have only 
known what life is like in a post–Title IX world, in which opportunities for women to 
compete in athletics are readily available, and thus, so are chances to undo the 
expectations of the gender they were assigned at birth. Conversely, the women who were 
interviewed for this study and are over 40 years of age had a different experience with 
athletics during their playing days. Most of these particular women came of age during 
Title IX’s infancy. As a result, they had to endure the realities of a time in which the 
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participation of women in high-level athletics was not yet normalized, and the undoing of 
gender expectations was not typical of a woman’s life experience.  
 Since men and boys have traditionally been associated with sports participation in 
American culture and society throughout much of its history, the women in this study 
collectively break the antiquated and misogynistic molds that have typically existed in 
America concerning who should and should not participate in sports. These women, and 
countless others like them over the past several decades, have helped to ingrain a new 
expectation into the consciousness of modern-day Americans. As a result, the new norms 
that have been established in America over the past several decades since Title IX’s 
passing have helped to standardize young women and girls as legitimate participants and 
competitors within the realm of athletics. Risman (2009) believes that the outdated 
standards that still exist within American society can continue to be undone by the ways 
in which people talk about women, and especially, the ways that people speak about 
women as athletes and competitors. Risman states the following in her findings:  
 As more opportunities open for girls to be athletic and success oriented, we need 
 to be able to discuss the new world they inhabit and how they are making their 
 lives within it rather than inventing a label for a kind of femininity that includes 
 the traits and behaviors previously restricted to boys and men. (Risman, 2009) 
Discussion 
 In pursuing this study, the goal for it was to attempt to highlight the importance of 
athletics in the lives and careers of women in a post–Title IX American society. Its hope 
was to reflect an empowerment of women through their participation in collegiate 
athletics, and to defend the idea that a young woman’s involvement in athletics has the 
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potential to set her up for successes in the workplace as an adult, long after her playing 
career is over. The findings of this study ultimately reveal that the former student-athletes 
involved in it, who all participated in sports at the collegiate level, were properly 
equipped to enter into the workforce after college graduation and achieve tangible levels 
of success in their professional careers as adults, as a result of their participation in 
collegiate athletics. These former collegiate student-athletes, who have since advanced to 
senior-level positions within their respective professional careers, possess the leadership, 
personal, and interpersonal skills that have been necessary for them to make a positive 
impact in their own lives and on others in their respective workplaces, which they each 
attribute, in some way, to their prior experiences in athletics.  
 The research done for this paper has added to the field of study on women athletes 
and career success because it has presented information that sheds light on the positive 
and long-term effects of sports participation on women, and also the significant impact of 
Title IX on multiple generations of American women since its passing. Through its 
perspectives on the athletic and professional experiences of former collegiate women 
student-athletes of different ages from various professional industries, this study has put 
forth research that depicts the many benefits of sports participation. This research is 
important because it has the potential to reach young women and girls of the present and 
future and influence them to participate in athletics, so that they, too, can garner the 
personal and long-lasting benefits that sports have to offer, even after they are done 
competing athletically. As a result of this research, the lives and future careers of many 
young women and girls have the potential to be impacted for the better through their 
participation in athletics. 
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 Future research on this topic should consider interviewing former collegiate 
women student-athletes of color, as well as those who grew up in more varied 
socioeconomic environments within the United States. The women in this study all grew 
up in similar social classes and seemingly privileged environments, meaning that they all 
had comparable access to resources that afforded them the many opportunities they had 
to participate in high-level athletics throughout their adolescence and into their college 
years. A more diversified study would greatly differ the perspectives, and potentially the 
results, that are provided on this topic based on the dissimilar life experiences that would 
be shared by participants in their interviews. This type of study would also give a voice to 
communities of women that have typically been marginalized throughout America’s 
history. The main reason why diversity was limited within the present study concerning 
the participants who were involved in it is because none of the women of color who were 
contacted for interviews responded to inquiries. Perhaps future directions for this type of 
study should include a more extensive pool of potential participants that involves more 
women of color to choose from, so that it is more likely that varied voices are heard and 
representation is inclusive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 31 
APPENDIX A 
Women Athletes and Career Success Interview Questions 
 
1. How old are you? 
 
2. What is your title/position at your place of work? 
 
3. Where did you attend college? 
 
4. Which sport(s) did you play? 
 
5. What is your professional (career) experience? 
 
6. How do you understand the relationship between your career successes and former 
collegiate-athletics experiences?  
 
7. Do you point to your experiences in collegiate athletics as being the driving factors for 
your career successes?  
 
8. If so, why? If not, why not? 
 
9. How do you think college sports participation can set women up for future career 
successes?  
 
10. What is your understanding of Title IX’s impact on current and former women 
student-athletes?  
 
11. How do you believe the implementation of Title IX impacted your own athletic and 
career successes? 
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